Medical book marketing 101: going it alone
Allen B. Weisse, MD Editorial book, the New England Journal of Medicine had discontinued this feature. Th is bad news was accompanied by decisions of both JAMA and Publishers' Weekly to pass on reviewing Maverick. Th is prompted a letter to the editor of JAMA. Why, after all these years, had they forsaken me? I was informed that he received about 200 books a month for consideration; that only 10 to 20 were selected for possible review; and that I had not made the cut this time around. At present, only a handful of medical journals-the Baylor Proceedings thankfully among them-persist in this worthy endeavor.
While I was stewing about all these lost possibilities, 6 months passed from the release date of the book. During this interval there were sales of two hardcover copies, two paperbacks, and seven electronic versions. Rather than something for everybody, my latest brainchild was turning into nothing for anybody. What to do? I had not been completely passive in the past in my approach to marketing my books. At one point I was advised to arrange a book signing at the local Barnes and Noble. At the time of my appearance among the stacks, I had an audience of three: my wife, my mother-in-law, and a little old lady who had stumbled over us in a search for the geography department. So much for that brilliant idea.
On another occasion I was talked into paying for a series of radio interviews. Th e cost per interview varied according to the prominence of the station. Given my limited resources, I elected a half dozen smaller outlets rather than one or two more infl uential ones. Although I was hoping for National Public Radio on FM, I wound up with a bunch of AM stations in farm country out West, where the interviewers were infi nitely more interested in the price of pork bellies and the possibility of rain than the world of science and the romance of medical history, my stocks in trade.
Before I submitted to the blandishments of iUniverse's marketers, I checked with an outfi t called Scholars' Choice. For $75 and two copies of my book, they would include it at a book exhibit accompanying the annual meeting of the American Proc (Bayl Univ Med Cent) 2012;25(4):397-398 I had just completed the manuscript of my eighth book and was feeling pretty good about it. It was a collection of essays, all, in one way or another, with medical themes, but each one quite diff erent from the others. I even had a good title for it, one refl ecting the idiosyncratic diversity of the contents ("Notes of a Medical Maverick"). Th ere was, I thought, something for everybody. However, I nurtured no illusions about the diffi culties involved in fi nding a publisher, given the depressing developments within the publishing business over the last few decades. I had had agents in the past, but we had long given up on one another. Going directly to a major publisher was a long shot but I made about a dozen futile inquiries. It was the university presses that had come to my rescue in the past. Alas, none of those that had published me with moderate success or any others seemed willing to do so this time around. For the fi rst time in over 30 years as a nonfi ction author, I found myself obliged to self-publish.
An outfi t called iUniverse was recommended to me by a colleague who had used them with some success, so I contracted to do so as well. Despite some bumps along the way-perhaps the subject of another dispatch from the publishing front-the fi nal product was just fi ne. It was free of errors, handsomely bound with a cover mostly of my own design, and made available in hardcover, paperback, and electronic format. Th e only remaining task, not covered by my contract, was the marketing of the book. Th e folks at iUniverse off ered a bewildering selection of such services at an additional cost for each, of course, to ensure the commercial success of such a noble eff ort.
At fi rst I resisted such temptations. Most of my previous books had been sponsored by university presses (1-7) . Th ey spent little on marketing, but did feature me in their catalogues, which may have some benefi cial eff ect. A more important source of support, in my estimation at least, was the eff ect of a highly favorable book review. I knew that with nearly 300,000 new titles a year, the chances of having my book selected by publications like the New York Times, the New Yorker, and the Saturday Review of Books were nonexistent. However, Publishers' Weekly had usually granted me reviews in the past. I could also count on a couple of infl uential medical journals that had not eliminated book reviews from their contents: the New England Journal of Medicine and the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA). Unfortunately, since the publication of my previous Association for the History of Medicine, attended by over 300 writers and scholars of my ilk. I was present to make sure it was prominently displayed rather than simply stacked with the others. At the conclusion of the conclave, with some trepidation I inquired about the sales generated. Zip.
And so I fi nally entered the entrepreneurial embrace of my publisher. Among the many off erings with which I was presented was the "optimized press release." For $1199 they delivered 22,744 "headline impressions" over the Internet. What this category represented I was never able to determine despite several requests for clarifi cation. Th ere were also 2816 "media deliveries," which, I gathered, represented those possibly interested parties who actually received the blurb we concocted; 486 actually read it. To determine the eff ect of this eff ort I waited 3 months to check on sales. Th e grand total: two paperback copies and one electronic version.
What has sustained me throughout this relentless succession of ego-eroding episodes is the fi rm, if not totally substantiated, belief that out there among the reading public are a contingent of well-educated, mature, sophisticated, and intellectually engaged people-in short, people like mehungering for what I have been writing but, like Snow White, just waiting to be awakened by this prince of the pen. My own failure, I thought, might be that of not reaching out to them suffi ciently.
An avid reader of the New York Times Sunday Book Review for most of my life, I was informed by the Times that this publication "reaches an audience of nearly four million educated and affl uent consumers." My crowd. I also learned that a special half-price was being off ered to authors individually advertising in this supplement. We were being off ered one-fi fth of a page (roughly 3.8 × 5.4 inches) for $5180 instead of the regular fee of over $10,000. I could not resist. Having taken a period of about 5 years to produce each new book, I thought it unlikely that now in my early 80s I will be off ering a new one in 2015 or 2016. Plunging into this fi nal eff ort would represent an author's version at the "Hail Mary" pass. My ad appeared in the pre-Christmas issue on December 4, 2011. Another 3-month wait.
For December the sales increased to 3 hardcover copies, 26 paperbacks, and 8 electronic versions. In January, one more e-version sold; in February, two more paperbacks sold. Stacking these paltry numbers against the 4 million presumed contacts, I recoiled at the thought of doing the arithmetic.
I don't know if any of this will have any eff ect on other unfulfi lled authors other than possibly deepening their preexisting depressions. Perhaps I could have been better at marketing than I was. Th us far I have managed to partially protect my privacy and preserve my sanity by eschewing Facebook, Twitter, and the other apps and downs of cyberspace. But perhaps if I had been more open and more adept at utilizing such vehicles of self-advancement on the Internet, I might have achieved greater success. I would certainly advise others to explore these possibilities of marketing for their own work.
On the bright side, despite all the Cassandras predicting the death of books as we know them, I am impressed with the number of people I still see on buses and subway trains with their noses buried in books. I stroll through parks and along the beaches of summer and take pleasure in seeing so many readers with books propped up on their knees or open before them on towels or blankets. I can even still entertain the hope that one of those books might be one of mine.
